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Danish Artists of the American West
Olaf Seltzer and Olaf Wieghorst
by CECELIA IBSEN LARSEN
If you mix cowboys, Indians, Danes and paint, you come
up with two remarkable artists, Olaf Seltzer and Olaf
Wieghorst. These two men came to America from Denmark
and, after living and working here for numbers of years,
produced art that is as American as American art can get.
Their subject was the Old West.
Although their trips were 27 years apart, both Seltzer and
Wieghorst came to America in their teens. Both worked at
other occupations until they had developed the skills necessary to survive as artists. Both chose the West as their subject
matter; both were named Olaf; and both married girls
named Mabel.
They came with hope and the dream that somehow
America would give them a chance to do what they wanted
to do most, paint pictures. They succeeded, but only after
spending many years in other occupations, practicing and
improving their painting skills in the time left over after
regular work was done. Fortunately both lived to a ripe old
age, 80 years for Seltzer and 89 for Weighorst, giving them
many years to refine and enhance their skills.
These two artists created lives for themselves quite different from the lives of their fellow immigrants. They did not
prove up homesteads, although one of them tried to, or
become ranchers, cabinet makers, teachers, farmers,
ministers, bankers or business men. They chose art and not
only survived but succeeded handsomely in that precarious
occupation.
Both Seltzer and Wieghorst chose to paint the American
West. Western Art is historical art. It is also working art. It
shows you how the work of the prairie west was done. It is
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not formal or dressed up. It is art in everyday clothes.
Western art is full of life, full of horses, and full of color. It is
some of the most active art on canvas.
The two most famous American artists of the West are
Frederick Remington and Charlie Russell. Their art depicted
a life that had world-wide appeal. To quote Frank Getlein,
"The single, outstanding, new and original art form that
America brought into existence was western painting and
sculpture, for the very good reason that the way of life
shown in western art had never existed anywhere else."
Western writers like Zane Grey, Louis L'Amour, and Will
James wrote about a world that interested many. The hardriding, strong, silent and modest cowboy who outwits
outlaws, is short on social graces, but long on common
sense, won the hearts of the world. Both Seltzer and Wieghorst learned to admire cowboys while they were children in
Denmark.

Olaf Carl Seltzer
Olaf Seltzer was born in Copenhagen in 1877. His father,
Carl Christian August Seltzer, was a cut-glass maker who
worked in a cigar factory when the cut-glass business was
slow. Olaf's mother, Julie, also worked in the cigar factory.
It was there that Olaf's parents met. Everything about this
marriage is obscure and mysterious and shortly after Olaf's
christening, his father disappeared and no one knows what
happened to him.
Olaf and his mother moved in with Julie's mother and an
uncle. The existence of this small family was most precarious
and Olaf recalled later that, "All I remember is being so
damned poor, and that my mother was sick all the time, and
had to work so hard."
Olaf's grandmother took over responsibility for Olaf and
it was she who signed the monthly reports from his school.
Two kinds of schools were available in Copenhagen, the free
school and the pay school. Although the family was very
poor, they did scrape together the funds needed to keep Olaf
in the pay school. He was an excellent student. He also was
always drawing pictures. His teachers were aware of his
talent and they recommended that he enter the Technical
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Society Institute which provided instructions for talented
students who were expected to attend the Danish Royal
Academy in due course. Although it was hard on his gradepoint average, Olaf attended both the Institute and the
Betalingskole until he was graduated.
Olaf probably would have gone on to the Royal
Academy except that there was a catastrophe in his home.
Julie's sister, Laura, married a man named Louis Jensen and
the two of them moved in with the family, making the
crowded apartment even more crowded. Louis didn't like it
much around the place so he spent his time in saloons,
returning home only when he was drunk, making great
problems for the little family. Finally the two sisters decided
that something had to be done, so they hired some sailors to
shanghai Jensen and get him out of Copenhagen. This was
done.
Some months later a letter came from Jensen. He was in
Great Falls, Montana, working for the railroad putting in
long hours but with good pay, $2.00 a day, and eating eggs
for breakfast every morning. His trip to New York City had
turned out to be a blessing. The ship was met by men from
the Great Northern Railroad who were looking for workers.
He signed up and went to Montana. His letter included plans
for his wife to join him and suggested that she would have
plenty of work when she got to the west. Together they
would save up enough money to bring Julie and Olaf to
America. Shortly thereafter, Laura Jensen left for America.
Time went on. Olaf completed the Betalingskole and on
June 21, 1892 Olaf and his mother also sailed for America. It
was a three-week voyage and a rough trip. A fiendish storm
hit the North Atlantic and Olaf and his mother were
miserably ill. They, or at least Olaf's mother, were exhausted
when the ship docked in New York City and they still had
five days of train travel with layovers in Chicago and St.
Paul before they got to Montana. Olaf enjoyed the train trip
and sketched the scenery all the way. He was very excited
about the landscape. It was so different from Denmark.
The Jensens had rented a home in Giant Springs, Montana,
and Olaf and his mother moved in. Olaf was slow to make
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friends with the children in the neighborhood until the
children realized that language was the barrier. They set about
the job of teaching him English and from then on their relationships flourished. Olaf had long had a butterfly and beetle
collection which he shared with his new-found friends.
After a number of months, Julie went to work as a housemaid in Great Falls and Olaf, who was now 15 years old,
joined a horse outfit. He went to work for Pete Hansen, a
supplier of horses for the Yellowstone Stage Line and for the
H.H. Hartman and Valentine Lobenheimer horse outfits.
These companies had herds of horses that were rented out to
various enterprises that needed horsepower to haul or transport people and things.
As soon as young Olaf started to work with horses, he
started to sketch them. He studied the animals and made
endless notes and sketches recording the details of life in the
horse outfits. He also started a collection of Montana brands
that he continued throughout his life. His experience soon
made it clear that he did not like breaking horses, partly
because he was in awe of the huge animals and partly
because he didn't like the cruel practices employed. He did
like being the nighthawk, the herder who tended the horses
until four o'clock in the morning, rounding up strays and
checking on disturbances that caused restlessness in the herd
during the night.
Years later he painted the "Night Herder's Clock"
depicting a cowboy and his horse under a star-studded night
of midnight blue. He added the following explanation:
"Looking upon this painting and knowing the title, a graphic
story is told. You are looking due north with the moon
behind your back. You see the 'Night Herder's Clock' - the
big dipper in the northern sky. The position being ten o'clock
on about the 25th of September somewhere in Montana."
That year on the range was Olaf's first and last experience with outdoor work. He loved the prairie and working
the horses, but it was seasonal work, and he knew he needed
a dependable income so he could support his mother whose
health was not good. She suffered from recurring seizures of
lung inflammation.
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The following year Olaf Seltzer became an apprentice
machinist in the locomotive shops of the Great Northern
Railroad. His choice of occupation was based on job availability rather than his inclination, but it was a good choice.
His meticulous attention to detail, developed as an artist,
made him eventually a top-notch machinist. With regular
work hours, and intermittent increases in pay, he was soon
able to provide his mother with a home of her own. That
house was in Black Eagle, later called "Little Chicago,"
across the river from Great Falls. There were many Scandinavian settlers in the community and his mother was very
happy there despite the bad air.
With our present knowledge of the effects of air quality
on health, the location of his mother's home was less than
ideal. Fumes poured from the Great Falls smelter and everyone who breathed got their share. Nevertheless, Olaf's
mother now had a home of her own, a reward undreamed of
in Denmark.
During this time and for many years following, Olaf
painted only in his off hours, but he never stopped pursuing
his drafting and painting skills. He always tried to work the
night shift, so that he could use the daytime hours for
drawing and painting.
In 1896, after completing his apprenticeship, he began a
long period of itinerant work as a journeyman machinist, plying his trade on trips from Great Falls north to Lethbridge,
Alberta and to Medicine Hat, working for the Canadian
Railroad. As he traveled back and forth on the "Turkey
Trail" (the railroad from Great Falls to the frontier towns of
eastern Alberta) he had many chances to sketch the terrain
and wildlife.
Wildlife is particularly varied and abundant in the geographical area just east of the Rocky Mountains, as that area
is subject to chinooks (warm winds) which moderate the
most frigid winter weather making life pleasant for both men
and animals. He also sketched the Blood Indians on the Belly
River Reservation and in Lethbridge he became acquainted
with the Canadian Mounted Police, providing additional
subjects for his pen.
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One of the conductors on the "Turkey Trail" train took a
liking to Olaf and was particularly pleased with a sketch of
the "Turkey Trail" that Olaf gave him. The conductor took
the sketch to Great Falls and showed it to A. J. Trigg who
displayed it in Trigg's Brunswick Saloon. Among the
regulars at the Brunswick was the cowboy artist, Charles M.
Russell, who saw the sketch and admired it.
One evening in March of the following year, 1897, Olaf
Seltzer walked into the Silver Dollar saloon in Great Falls
and found an uproarious party going on. The celebration
was the birthday party of Charlie Russell. Olaf was delighted
to meet Russell who remembered the drawing of "The
Turkey Trail" and was generous in his praise.
Russell was celebrating his 33rd birthday and was by this
time a well-known artist and raconteur. Seltzer was 19,
working as an itinerant machinist and painting in his spare
time. The flamboyant Russell and the modest and scholarly
Seltzer hit it off from the start. That night began a friendship
that endured until the time of Russell's death. Seltzer later
referred to that night as the beginning of the best 24 years of
his life.
Although very different in personal traits, Seltzer and
Russell became fast friends and during the coming years,
made countless sketching trips together, recording the
scenery, the wildlife, and each other at great length. They
learned as they compared experiences. They painted only
one painting together and enjoyed showing that painting to
their friends and asking them to guess which artist painted
which part. That painting, "War Party," is on loan to the
Montana Historical Society Museum in Helena, Montana.
In April of 1903 with two witnesses to affirm that he had
lived in the United States for five years and behaved as a
man of good moral character, Olaf swore to uphold the
constitution of the United States, renounce all allegiance to
any foreign state, power or potentate, particularly to the
King of Denmark, and he became a U.S. citizen. He did not
take his oath lightly and for the rest of his life, took a keen
interest in politics and public affairs.
Two weeks after becoming a citizen Olaf repeated
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another set of vows and married Mabel Leora Cleland. He
was not only delighted with Mabel, but also with her large
close-knit, extended family.
In November of that year Olaf and Mabel boarded the
train for Seattle and here Olaf quickly found work as a
machinist in a ship-building yard. Olaf and Mabel liked
Seattle and hoped to stay in the Puget Sound area, but unfortunately, the failure of Julie's health soon brought them back
to Great Falls. In December Olaf was deeply saddened by the
death of his mother from pneumonia. However, not many
months later his first son, Carl, was born and the joy of that
event brought great happiness to the little family. A yearand-a-half later another son, Walter, was born. Olaf
genuinely enjoyed his family and his two sons were a source
of much satisfaction and pleasure.
During the summer of 1904 Olaf was laid off by the railroad. To make ends meet during that period he became a
bartender at the Silver Dollar. He felt himself to be qualified
since he had spent considerable time on the other side of the
bar. Eventually he turned this experience into two watercolor sketches of bartenders.
Among customers to the bar was a fellow countryman,
Holger Rosenberg, a travel writer for the Danish press.
Rosenberg was interested in learning the stories of immigrant Danes and he was highly absorbed by Olaf s story. The
following year Rosenberg published a book for boys entitled
Smuthans which told the story of a small-statured lad from
Copenhagen who secures a job in a "locomotive factory,"
eventually becoming a stoker and a "locomotive-driver
appentice." Continuing westward, Rosenberg's fictional
Hans works as a cowboy and eventually moves on to
Mexico. The stories of several immigrants were woven into
Hans's career, but the experience of Olaf became the core of
the plot. This Danish Horatio Alger tale is still on the
shelves of libraries in Denmark.
In 1905 Olaf decided that since free land was available,
he had better try homesteading, so he applied to homestead
160 acres near Geyser, Montana. At first the idea of owning
his own land appealed to Olaf, but not for long. When he
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realized that the endless chores of farming would eliminate
all chance to paint, he gave up on agriculture as a way of life
and sold his claim.
Olaf, Mabel and the boys settled down in Great Falls.
Olaf continued to work in the railroad shops and painted
when he could. They lived in a series of rented houses in
which the living room was always converted into a painting
room. This room was off limits for the children and its use as
a studio hindered an active social life for Olaf and Mabel.
Nevertheless, Mabel appreciated Olaf's talents and
cheerfully made whatever sacrifices were necessary to
encourage him.
Olaf Seltzer' s friendship with Charlie Russell continued
despite what Seltzer felt was a certain unfriendliness on the
part of Charlie's wife, Nancy. When Olaf was not painting
or with his family, he was usually with Charlie Russell, off
on camping and sketching trips organized by Charlie. Often
they just sat around in Charlie's log cabin studio built next to
the Russell home in Great Falls. These visits never included
their wives.
Seltzer was a little uncomfortable with some of Russell's
friends which included more and more notables. Among
them were Douglas Fairbanks Sr., William S. Hart, Leo
Carillo, Will Rogers and many others. In the twenties Olaf
continued to visit the Russells at their lodge at Lake MacDonald, but things had changed. Russell had lost his zest for
living and it is presumed that he had had a series of strokes.
By this time Nancy was urging Seltzer to come often because
when he was there, Russell was more like his former self.
After World War I Olaf was able to record more and
more sales of his paintings. By 1923 he felt so good about this
aspect of his life that he listed himself as an artist in the Great
Falls telephone book rather than as a foreman.
The year, 1925, was a banner year for Seltzer. He sold
more than SO paintings and he decided he could stop being a
machinist and support himself as an artist. Encouraged by all
these sales, Olaf and Mabel moved to New Yark City where
they could associate with other artists and where Olaf's work
might be more appreciated. Olaf had also by this time met
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Dr. Philip Cole who was to become his patron.
Dr. Philip Cole had practiced medicine in Helena,
Montana, but during World War I he enlisted and served in
France as a reserve officer. After the war was over his father
persuaded him to take over the family business which Philip
reluctantly did. This business, a valve making company was
a highly successful venture and as far as Philip Cole was
concerned, the only thing that the matter with it was that it
wasn't in Montana.
.
To satisfy his longing for the west, Philip Cole first
collected western art and finally built a ranch in New York
State complete with range cattle, cowboys, ranch house and
all the accoutrements of a western spread. Cole had acquired
a number of Russell's paintings and he now started to buy
Seltzer's. He bought every painting Olaf was willing to sell
and this was a great help to the Seltzers.
Life in New York City for Olaf and his family had both
costs and benefits. For Olaf the city was a delight. He spent
countless hours at the Metropolitan Museum of Art and at
the Museum of Natural History. He explored the shops from
which he had previously ordered stamps for his stamp collections as well the shops that sold specimens of butterflies and
other insects for his biological collections. For Mabel,
however, it was less fun. She missed her family and friends
in Great Falls. The two boys also_ were less enchanted by life
in the city.
After a time, Mabel and the boys decided New York City
was not the place for them and they packed up and returned
to Great Falls. By the end of the same year, 1927, Olaf also
had decided that he had had enough. He visited New York
many times during the following years, but he never went
there to live again.
Dr. Cole generated many ideas for historical paintings
that he wanted Seltzer to do and he was pleased with everything that Seltzer painted. Cole acquired so many paintings
that he finally built a new home in Tarrytown, NY (named
Zeeview) which included display rooms for his huge
collection of western art. Dr. Cole's support of Olaf continued unabated, even during the depression in the 30s. The
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two of them corresponded endlessly as they made plans for
paintings to record particular historic events. They also
made countless visits to spots in Montana where historic
events had taken place, sketching and planning paintings.
Seltzer's letters to Dr. Cole were always illustrated and there
is a fine collection of those letters in Dr. Cole's effects.
In 1928 Seltzer, with encouragement from Dr. Cole,
began what became the Western Character series of watercolors, painted to describe accurately and in exquisite detail
individual, authentic, Western characters. To the knowledgeable observer each piece of clothing and accessories in
these paintings reveals a book of information about the
particular character portrayed. The paintings are small and
are all mounted on mats in subtle shades of tan and green to
enhance their colors. The mats include vignettes that relate
the western character to the world around him. The titles are
revealing: "Sheriff," "Circuit Judge," "Prospector," "Tenderfoot," "River Rat," "Cattle Rustler," "Trooper," "Horse
Wrangler," "Village Hag." All of these western characters
were real and filled a role in the American West.
When Olaf showed the first four of these western
character paintings to Dr. Cole, Cole was delighted and he
encouraged Olaf to paint many more. The Northwestern
Bank of Great Falls owns 14 and the Gilcrease Museum has
79. The Western Character series is some of Seltzer's bestknown work.
Another series of paintings occupied Olaf Seltzer for
many years, the Montana Miniatures. Dr. Cole had been
encouraging him to make a series of paintings depicting the
history of Montana in a miniature size for several reasons.
First, Dr. Cole wanted paintings of Montana history;
second, he liked the small paintings that Seltzer did better
than the large ones; and third, he was running out of space in
which to hang his ever-expanding collection. Small paintings
fit better.
Olaf was not averse to painting in a small size. The paintings of the Western Characters were relatively small,
especially the vignettes in the lower right-hand corners, and
he was comfortable with this style. Actually his miniatures
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were so meticulously done that they could be enlarged three
times without altering their quality.
The concept of painting miniatures has a long and admirable history and dates back as far as ancient Egypt. Small
paintings were popular in the Golden Age of Greece;
Colonial American artists like Charles Wilson Peale and
Gilbert Stuart painted portrait miniatures; French artists
painted landscape miniatures and English and Irish landscape artists contributed to the genre. No one, however, had
attempted to paint the frontier west in miniature.
The definition of a true miniature - as stated by Cyril
Davenport in "Miniatures, Ancient and Modern" is " - one
with a maximum measurement of seven inches." Olaf's
miniatures were roughly 4" by 6".
In 1932 Amelia Earhart and her husband, George Putnam
the publisher, came to Seltzer and asked him to design firstday covers for 25 letters that were to accompany Amelia
Earhart on a flight from Honolulu to Oakland, California.
She hoped to set a world record and she did. Those cover
letters are still in various western art collections in the United
States. Franklin Delano Roosevelt received one of them, and
the rest were mailed to various well-known people.
In the years that followed, more and more commissions
to paint paintings came to Olaf from famous people. He had
all the work he could possibly do. He never charged more
than a few hundred dollars for a painting and he highly disapproved of the way Nancy Russell boosted up the price of
Russell's work to the $5,000 range.
Dr. Cole died in 1941. His collection of western art was
bought intact by Thomas Gilcrease, an Oklahoma Indian
and oil dealer. The collection is available to the public at the
Gilcrease Museum in Tulsa, Oklahoma. Gilcrease bought it
for $250,000 and a few days after the deal had been
consummated, Cole's widow received an offer of $400,000
from the Norton Foundation in Shreveport, LA. The Gilcrease Museum truly received a great bargain.
Olaf Seltzer lived to be 80 years old and continued painting until his final illness. Although his eyesight wasn't so
good, he rose early every morning and after a light break-55-

fast, painted for three hours. He then went to the library
where he studied history. Olaf was a great one for making
notes about what happened every day and there are some
interesting entries in his old diaries which belong to his sons.
Olaf was ill during much of the last year of his life and he
died in 1957 of heart disease. Fortunately he lived long
enough to see his paintings in every major museum in the
United States and western Canada and at his home in Great
Falls, visitors came from coast to coast to admire his paintings and to buy them.
Olaf Wieghorst
Olaf Wieghorst grew up in an atmosphere of love and
caring, but also of more or less financial stress. His father,
Karl Wieghorst, was an imaginative and inventive man, who
throughout his life, was caught between the necessity of
earning a living and the fun and satisfaction of the creative
life.
When Olaf was born in Viborg, Jutland, Denmark, on
April 30, 1899 to Anna and Karl Wieghorst, things looked
promising. Karl had a photography studio in Viborg which
was moderately successful, but in Karl's eyes, dull. So, when
Olaf was one year old, Karl sold his photography studio and
with financial assistance from his wife's parents, opened a
studio in Aarhus. There Karl had a steady stream of clients,
including the Danish Royal Family. In addition, there was
also a little time for creative work. One of his experiments
involved touching up negatives and making life-size
portraits, a new concept at that time.
In another effort Karl found a way to simulate movement
through a series of still photographs. Years later the French
Government awarded him the "Croix de Guerre" for his
pioneering in this field.
Karl's next artistic project was a Broadway-type dance
extravaganza. By this time the family had moved to Copenhagen. He designed the sets, installed the lighting, and did all
the art work. Musicians and dancers were hired and the
entire production went off very well. It was artistically
successfully for a short time and a financial disaster when
people lost interest in it.
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Karl believed that next to art, the most important thing
was to be physically fit. By the time Olaf was three years
old, he was learning to do hand-stands and to use trapezerings. He learned quickly and easily and ultimately became
skilled in the acrobatic arts.
Karl moved his family to Aalborg, then again to Copenhagen with one business failure after another. He eked out a
living by designing and manufacturing elaborate display
signs and by doing photographic retouching. At one time the
family was so desperate that Olaf's mother bought a secondhand sewing machine and began to solicit work from downtown department stores. Olaf helped her by working the
treadle with his hands. Later Karl sold the sewing machine to
finance another scheme which also failed.
The family financial misadventures didn't disturb Olaf
too much. He had found his great love, horses. Directly
across the street from the school he attended in Copenhagen
was a stable that imported horses from Russia. Olaf went to
the stable owner and begged to help with the horses. At first
he was chased away, but he came back so many times, the
stable owner finally permitted him to do odd jobs. He was
also permitted to exercise the horses.
Olaf loved the horses and stable so much that he finally
quit going to school and went instead each day to the stable.
This was a serious offense in Denmark and word soon
reached his father, who was furious. He came to the stable,
grabbed Olaf by the collar, pulled him off a horse and
marched him across the street to the school.
That night Olaf was afraid to go home. He knew he was
really going to get it. Finally, since he had nowhere else to go
he went. Strangely, nothing happened. Many years later his
father told him that if Olaf had been anywhere except with
the horses, he would have thrashed him.
When Olaf was nine years old, he made his debut at the
old Tivoli Theatre in Copenhagen as "Little Olaf - the
Miniature Acrobat." He had been training under a Russian
acrobat named Pontius, and specialized in tumbling and
balancing acts. He was an immediate success and with Karl's
management, the family was making good money again.
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As a fifth grader, Olaf's work schedule as an acrobat was
so hectic his father took him out of public school in favor of
private tutoring. From then on his education was erratic.
Olaf had started to draw and sketch much earlier and his
father encouraged him to take up oil painting. When Olaf
was twelve years old, he sold his first painting for two
Danish crowns. He was delighted.
The summer that Olaf was 13, the Jack Joyce Circus and
Wild West show came to Copenhagen. Since he had no
money, Olaf sneaked in under the tent. After he had seen the
bucking bronco act, there was no keeping him out. When he
was caught, he begged to stay, offering to do anything to
pay his way. The circus bouncers finally gave up and Olaf
became a regular visitor.
For a time Olaf received invitations to participate in
acrobatic engagements. At these events, one of his parents
always accompanied him. As time went on and he grew so
fast he could no longer be called the "Miniature Acrobat"
requests became more and more scarce and Olaf had to find
other work. In the spring of 1913, when Olaf was 14, a
family conference was held to decide what Olaf was to do.
As with the custom in Denmark at that time, when a boy
was 14 he was given a cigar-holder, an umbrella, a suit of
clothes, his first long pants, and told to get out and shift for
himself. Karl thought this was a great idea, but Olaf's
maternal grandfather maintained he should first be trained
as a businessman.
Olaf was apprenticed to the owner of a small country
store. The owner was recuperating from an illness at the time
and the one clerk had great difficulty controlling Olaf who
was only interested in the delivery horse. Olaf made all the
deliveries by horse and buggy and in his spare time, he
practiced lassoing pigs, chickens, ducks, or anything that
moved. Next door was a veterinarian who also had a horse,
buggy and a saddle and he asked Olaf to exercise his horse.
Olaf was delighted, but this effort was short-lived when it
was reported to the veterinarian that his horse was being
ridden at break-neck speed down the main street, with Olaf
yelling like an Indian.
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Olaf's folks began to hear rumors that all was not going
so well, and Olaf's mother made a visit to Rudk<1>bing to see.
She found Olaf in the back yard roping pigs and that was the
end of his business education.
The next family conference decided that Olaf was to
work on a farm where it was presumed he would soon get
enough of working with horses. Karl apprenticed him as an
agriculture student to a farmer just 20 miles from Copenhagen. He was to work on the farm and keep a journal about
crop production and farm methods. The job didn't last long.
Two weeks after he started, Olaf was out attempting to plow
a field. The farmer thought he was too slow. He jerked the
reins from Olaf's hands, forced the horses to a trot and Olaf
tried to run alongside. He stumbled frequently in the newly
plowed field and each time the farmer prodded him with the
butt of his whip. The next day Olaf walked back to Copenhagen. He was sternly lectured when he arrived home, and
told to get another job.
He worked at a number of different tasks, finally going to
work for a retired cavalry officer who boarded horses for the
cavalry, exercising them and keeping them ready for when
they were needed. On this farm Olaf received basic training
in equitation, the art of skilled horseback riding. Here he
learned how to properly "sit" a horse. It was excellent
training.
When Olaf was 17, he decided that farm work was not
the place for him. He rented a small room in Copenhagen
and began to concentrate on oil painting. Although he
occasionally had to do odd jobs to supplement his income,
he did sell quite a number of paintings. The people of Copenhagen were strongly interested in art, and he was able to sell
many of his early works.
The following year the Circus Schuman presented a
movie in Copenhagen involving battle scenes between Texas
and Mexico. The theatre was so arranged that live horses
could ride down a ramp to a sawdust trail in the center of the
theatre, circle the spectators and ride off again. When the
movie paused, Olaf and the riders of his group came tearing
down the runway at full gallop, firing their guns and yelling.
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On one occasion the ramp collapsed as Olaf rode over it. He
and his horse were thrown 16 feet. Both front legs of the
horse were broken, but Olaf jumped clear.
Later that same year, Karl became the cameraman for the
Great Northern Film Company, which was making a
Western drama outside of Copenhagen. Olaf obtained a job
as an extra and stunt man in this Western.
During 1918 Olaf made repeated attempts to get employment on a ship headed for the United States. He had already
registered for the draft in Denmark and since World War I
was on, it was hard to get permission to leave the country.
He finally got permission in December of 1918 and set sail
for the first port of call. The boat docked in Hoboken, New
Jersey. Olaf put on two changes of clothing, gathered what
belongings he could carry and walked down the gangway
without looking back. He had $1.25 in his pocket and he
knew just three words of English, "yes, no, and sure." It was
New Year's Eve and New York was in a festive mood. Olaf
had the address of his Uncle Oscar and Aunt Olga, but he
had no way of knowing how to get there.
Finally, Olaf got on a subway. He spent two nights and a
day riding the subway until he met a soldier who could speak
Danish and help him find his Uncle's house. Uncle Oscar and
Aunt Olga were out for the evening and Olaf sat on the
doorstop until morning when they came home.
Olaf stayed close to home until his ship had departed.
Then he went to Ellis Island where a friend of his Uncle had
him "legalized" and Olaf was free to find work.
A young woman named Mabel Walters ran errands for
Olaf's Aunt, and Olaf was taken with her from the start. He
couldn't say so because he couldn't speak English, but finally
one day he grabbed her and hugged her. She got the idea.
She also started teaching Olaf English.
. Olaf was soon working at a variety of jobs and he had
money enough to take Mabel to the movies. In a newsreel at
the movies, Olaf saw the United States cavalry chasing
Pancho Villa, who was conducting raids along the Mexican
border. He also learned that if you joined the army, you
automatically became an American citizen. He signed up. By
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the middle of his first year in the United States, he was in El
Paso in the cavalry.
After two weeks of preliminary training at Fort Slocum
in New Jersey, Olaf said good-bye to Mabel and together
with 150 rookies, headed for Fort Bliss, Texas. There the real
training began.
Olaf was somewhat handicapped by his lack of English
but he was physically durable and had far more experience
with horses than the average recruit. In due course Olaf, and
those of his fellow recruits who survived the training period,
learned to march, salute, stand guard and above everything
take care of horses.
The Cavalry selected beautiful horses and the Cavalrymen were proud of their mounts. The horses were cleaned,
curried, and polished until their coats shined. Olaf sketched
the horses every chance he had, and he learned much about
drawing them. The Cavalry specifications for an ideal horse
were laid out in a manual and he learned a lot about drawing
a horse from that manual. Olaf already knew that horses are
individuals with character that shows in their eyes, nostrils
and the position of their ears. He felt that horse psychology
must be reflected in any really good drawing of a horse.
Olaf developed a lasting friendship with another
Cavalryman, Claude Austin Jones ("Bud" to his friends) and
it was Bud who helped write letters to Mabel and to read her
letters in return.
Revolution had swept Mexico in 1910. During the following years anarchy reigned and out of the anarchy two leaders
emerged: Francisco "Pancho" Villa, a bandit-turned-revolutionary, and Don Vernstiana Carranza, a Mexican Army
general who opposed the corrupt regime of Mexican president Victoriano Huerta. Carranza forced Huerta to resign
and was ready to take charge of the country, but there was
still the problem of Pancho Villa.
President Wilson chose to recognize Carranza, angering
Pancho Villa who got even by harassing the border towns,
forcing President Wilson to maintain American cavalry on
the Mexican border. As a member of the Cavalry, Olaf was a
part of the skirmishes that followed. The advent of prohibi-61-

tion in the United States in 1919 created a new problem,
liquor smuggling. There was plenty to keep the Cavalry
busy.
Olaf served three years in the Cavalry, the last year at
Douglas, New Mexico. By this time the most intense border
warfare had calmed down and Olaf and his two friends, Bud
Jones and Fred Stark, hired out to nearby ranchers in their
spare time. They also entered rodeos and bucking-horse contests. When they were mustered out, the three of them
decided to drift and to be cowboys when work was available. They each bought a horse and headed north.
A rancher, Elton Cunningham, owner of the Quarter
Circle 2C Ranch on Whitewater Creek rode into their camp
one evening. Sometime later Cunningham said he could use
some help on his ranch and they signed up. It was soon
apparent that there wasn't enough work for three men so
Jones and Stark elected to move on and Olaf decided to stay.
Thus Olaf fulfilled his long-held dream and became a fulltime cowboy.
Olaf worked long and hard for Mr. Cunningham and he
appreciated the experience even though much of the work
was farm work and not "cowboying." Although Olaf soon
wearied of Mr. Cunningham, who was impatient and
irrascible, he liked the life and he had time to sketch and
draw horses, cattle, corrals, barns, and the old ranch house.
One day, roughly a year after going to work for
Cunningham, Olaf's patience gave out. He gathered his
belongings, saddled his horse, and rode out. He took one
thing with him. From then on he signed his drawings and
paintings with the Cunningham ranch brand, quarter circle

2C.
For a brief while he worked for Cunningham's son-inlaw, with whom he got on well. He was also impressed with
the son-in-law's wife who was a very fine woman and much
admired by Olaf. As time went on, he thought more and
more about Mabel, and concluded that marriage was the
way to go. Olaf headed for New York. When he got off the
train, he was still wearing his cowboy clothes and everyone
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thought he was part of the Wild West Show at Madison
Square Garden.
Mabel was delighted to see him and he to see her, but
they both knew they couldn't get married unless Olaf had a
decent job. He tried a number of jobs: machinist's helper,
painter, snow shoveler, bricklayer. In the summer of 1924
Olaf heard that the New York City Police Department was
looking for recruits. Olaf with a friend went to apply. There
they learned that they had to take an entrance examination.
Olaf enrolled in night school for the next few weeks and
studied morning, noon and night knowing that he was
competing with high school graduates and even some with
law degrees. He easily passed the physical examination and
after several weeks' wait, learned that he had passed the
written test. He was called to active duty on December 6 of
that year.
Olaf and Mabel promptly were married and lived
happily ever after.
Olaf was quickly graduated from the mounted police
team to the show team, the most skilled group of riders in the
Mounted Police. These accomplished horsemen frequently
exhibited their skills at Madison Square Garden for visiting
dignitaries. Olaf was soon recognized as the outstanding
member of that team. His basic training in equitation with
the retired Danish cavalry officer finally paid off.
Olaf loved horses and he kept his horse always beautifully curried. However, he couldn't stand the idea of trimming a horse's mane or braiding a horse's tail and he refused
to do it, although it was regulation with the Police Department. The Department let him have his way. All the other
mounted policemen's horses had trimmed manes and braided
tails, but Olaf's horse had a free-flowing mane and tail.
During the time that Olaf worked for the Police Department, he used every spare moment to draw and paint. When
his son was born in 1930, Olaf knew he had to make a
decision, whether to rise in the ranks to a desk job, or to
paint well enough to paint for a living. He chose the latter
and from then on he not only painted and painted and
painted, but he studied the work of other artists. He also
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cultivated the friendship of artists from whom he could
learn.
In 1937 Olaf and Mabel made a trip to Denmark to visit
Olaf's family. His father, Karl, had been working on
etchings and Olaf wanted to learn how it was done. His
father introduced him to the intricacies of etching and after
Olaf and Mabel returned to the United States, Olaf arranged
to have his father ship him an etching press which he kept in
the attic. Olaf worked earnestly at etching until his press and
the upper part of his house were destroyed by fire. After that
he returned to working primarily in oils.
It was difficult for Olaf to market his paintings while he
was a Patrolman, since the Police Department objected to its
employees having any outside business activity. Despite the
rules, he was able to make a few sales.
Olaf retired from the New York City Police Department
in December 1944. He had an annual pension of $1,500
which together with what he could get for his paintings, he
hoped would provide for Mabel and his fourteen-year-old
son, Roy. They bought a house trailer, hooked it to their
1941 Chevrolet and started out on New Years Day, twentysix years from the date Olaf had come to America. They
headed south intending to turn west and settle in Arizona.
It was the beginning of a fiendish trip due to bad tires.
World War II brought gasoline rationing, sugar rationing,
and an extreme shortage of good tires. By the time they
reached New Jersey, they had their first blowout. By the time
they reached St. Augustine, Florida, they had spent almost
four hundred dollars for tires and tire repairs and even then
they had to stop, because one of the two new synthetic
rubber tires they bought lasted 60 miles, and the other 10. It
became clear that gas rationing and tire rationing would
keep them in Florida for some time, so they settled down for
a long stay. Olaf rigged up a canvas awning outside the
trailer to make a place where he could paint and he set to
work.
Up until then, Olaf had painted largely calendar art as
there was a good market for it. He now changed his objective
to painting fine art. He said, "It had begun to dawn on me
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that, as an artist of the American West, there was more of a
responsibility on my part thari just painting pretty pictures
and making money. There was a story that needed telling honestly, the way it was - and there was a heritage worthy
of preservation. I vowed that in some small measure I would
contribute to the expression of that heritage."
In the fall of 1945 after the Japanese surrendered and
rationing ended, the Wieghorst family once more started for
Arizona. Their trip was unhurried and they visited Indian
reservations and historical sights along the way. Olaf
sketched and on this trip started his collection of Western
artifacts. He was much concerned about accuracy and
authenticity in his paintings and the artifacts became the
props for later paintings.
The family arrived in Tucson in the middle of a desert
sandstorm. Mabel found the heat and dust intolerable and
persuaded Olaf to go on to California to look for a better
place. When they saw El Cajon, they liked it right away and,
although they looked around some more, El Cajon won their
favor. In October of 1945 Roy enrolled in the El Cajon High
School and Olaf and Mabel settled down to stay. Olaf set up
a studio outside their trailer and again he painted.
Eventually Olaf realized he had to have a better studio.
He was still sending paintings to the Grand Central Art
Gallery and the American Artist Company in New York.
The galleries of California and Arizona were beginning to
take an interest in his work and he exhibited at a number of
galleries in California and in Arizona. He needed more space
to work.
After looking around, he bought a quarter-acre lot with a
one-room shack on it. Mabel was devastated, it was so
awful. But then she reconsidered and decided she could fix it
up. They moved the trailer to the lot and first built a shed
and corral for the horses which Olaf had acquired soon after
settling in El Cajon. Many of their neighbors had horses and
the whole scene was rural. When the horses were taken care
of, they fumigated and started renovating the house.
Gradually it became comfortable and very pleasant. Olaf
built a six-foot adobe wall completely around the yard. He
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soon held his first one-man show, hanging the paintings on
the adobe fence. This show was a great success and the
beginning of some wonderful years for Olaf and his family.
By 1955 Olaf had a waiting list of buyers. President
Eisenhower had admired a painting owned by Acton
Griscomb, so Olaf sent him a painting entitled, "The Roundup." Eventually President Eisenhower owned a number of
Weighorsts and he and Olaf corresponded freely.
Olaf was not satisfied that he knew all about the West, so
he bought a small house trailer and during the summers, he,
Mabel and Roy traveled throughout the western states
sketching, painting and collecting material for future paintings and adding to Olaf's ever growing collection of western
artifacts. They stopped at the ranches of friends from the
Canadian border to Mexico increasing Olaf's already vast
knowledge of Cattle Country.
In 1956 the street where the Wieghorsts lived was
incorporated into the city of El Cajon and Olaf and his
neighbors knew they could no longer keep their horses. They
found a house on a two-acre plot outside El Cajon overlooking the city. There they moved. After rebuilding the
house, Olaf built a "sod shanty-type studio" of rough logs
and adobe. Here he decorated every square inch with Indian
and cowboy artifact. A large window overlooked the horse
corral - so he could use his horses as models. Then he went
to work painting and painting and painting.
By 1956 Olaf's paintings were selling faster than he could
paint them. Among collectors who owned "Weighorsts"
were Clint Murchison, Leonard Firestone, Barry Goldwater,
President Eisenhower. In fact, every president since Eisenhower has owned Wieghorst paintings except Jimmy Carter.
In 1962 the Director of the Danish-American Society in
Copenhagen invited Olaf and Mabel to attend the Danish
celebration of U.S. Independence Day. Olaf and Mabel
attended the ceremony with President and Mrs. Nixon and
Olaf presented a painting, "The Trail West" to the Rebilbakken American Historical Museum. That evening the
Weighorsts and the Nixons were invited to be the dinner
guests of the King and Queen of Denmark.
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Many awards and honors have come to Olaf Wieghorst.
A few of them are included here:
In 1974 the National Cowboy Hall of Fame in Oklahoma
City honored Olaf with a presentation of the first major
retrospective show ever given by the Hall to a living artist.
Board Chairman, Joel McCrea, presented him with the
National Cowboy Hall of Fame Trustees Gold Medal. Later,
Olaf was elected to the first life membership given to an
artist by the National Academy of Western Art. He said at
that time, "I agree with Charlie Russell that a man can't be
blamed for the talent he is born with. He sure is to blame,
however, if he doesn't work with that talent. God gave the
farmer the earth, the sun and the rain. It is up to the farmer
to seed and harvest the crop. That takes work; lots of it! It
has been a rewarding life."
The book "Olaf Wieghorst" by William Reed was
published in 1969. The foreword is by Barry Goldwater. The
book is now out of print, but it can sometimes be found in
used bookstores.
From November of 1982 to January 1983, the Gilcrease
Museum of Art in Tulsa, Oklahoma, presented a show of 92
of Olaf Wieghorst's paintings. The opening statement of the
catalog for that show was written by President Ronald
Reagan.
Olaf's son, Roy Wieghorst, and his wife Barbara
prepared a documentary film entitled, "Olaf Wieghorst,
Painter of the American West." Roy Wieghorst donated a
copy of the film to the Danish American Heritage Society. It
is now part of the library of the Society.
Olaf Wieghorst died in April of 1988. His horse had
fallen with him in September of the previous year and
although he suffered no broken bones at that time, he was
considerably bruised. His death occurred three days before
his 89th birthday.
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